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Senegala b s t r a c t
While there is consensus on the need to promote agricultural development in Africa to achieve food secu-
rity and use agriculture as an engine of growth, there is a lively policy debate on appropriate policies to
achieve this goal. In the past two decades, there has been a revival of policies that favor government sup-
port to agriculture in Africa, especially in the form of input subsidies. Such policies have remained highly
controversial, reflecting a long-standing dichotomy in agricultural development policy between those
who consider subsidies as essential to increase agricultural productivity and those who criticize such
state-focused policy instruments and favor market-oriented approaches. In the literature, agricultural
policy choices have mainly been analyzed using models that capture economic or political interests.
Some studies have focused on policy beliefs to explain the dichotomy, but what has not received much
attention is the use of language in agricultural policy discourses, in spite of increasing evidence that nar-
ratives matter for policy-making. To address this gap, we combine the Advocacy Coalition Framework
with Narrative Policy Analysis to examine agricultural policy discourses in Senegal. Applying a cluster
analysis to coded transcripts of in-depth interviews with policy stakeholders, we identified two opposing
advocacy coalitions and labelled them ‘‘agricultural support coalition” and an ‘‘agricultural support cri-
tique coalition”. An analysis of the argumentative structure of the narratives of each coalition revealed
interesting differences: while the agricultural support coalition told a range of straight-forward stories
that explain how government support, such as input subsidies, addresses the problem of low agricultural
productivity, the opposing coalition formulated their stories mostly in the form of critiques rather than
telling equally straight-forward counter-stories. Based on the analysis, we examine possible meta-
narratives, which take arguments of both coalitions into account and may have the potential to overcome
the long-standing dichotomy in agricultural development.
 2020 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access articleunder the CCBY-NC-ND license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).1. Introduction
Since the 2000s, there has been renewed interest among African
governments, development organizations, civil society, and the sci-
entific community in promoting agricultural development in
Africa. Such renewed interest is evident in the Comprehensive
Africa Agriculture Development Programme (CAADP), the Alliance
for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA), and the New Alliance for
Food Security and Nutrition in Africa (NAFSN). Yet, disagreements
exist regarding the policy instruments that should be used to pro-
mote agricultural development in Africa. What role should the gov-
ernment play? Are input subsidy programs an effective strategy toincrease agricultural productivity? Do small-scale farms have
development potential or is supporting them ‘‘romantic pop-
ulism”? Such questions have remained contested among policy-
makers and analysts for a long time (see, e.g., Harrigan, 2003;
Jayne, Govereh, Mwanaumo, Nyoro, & Chapoto, 2002; Collier,
2008; Deininger & Byerlee, 2012; Jayne & Rashid, 2013).
In his seminal work on ‘‘Development Dichotomies”, Paul Stree-
ten (founding editor of World Development) highlighted the fun-
damental divisions in ideas and beliefs that he observed among
development economists. To name just two, there is the division
between those who believe ‘‘bigger is better” and those who
believe ‘‘small is beautiful” (Streeten, 1983, 355ff). Likewise, there
is a division between ‘‘pedants”, a term Streeten used to refer to
those ‘‘who tend to advocate models that have, by their standards,
worked: export orientation, reliance on market forces, and reduced
2 J. Mockshell, R. Birner /World Development 135 (2020) 105043interventions by the central government” and what he called
‘‘utopians”, a group that wants to ‘‘experiment with a wide range
of institutional arrangements” and ‘‘passionately dislikes precision
both in analyzing what exists today and in drawing up the blue-
prints of their ideas for a better society in the future!” (Streeten,
1983, 359–360).
With regard to agricultural development, such dichotomies
exist, as well. In particular, there is a divide between those who
believe in state-led approaches and those who believe in market-
led approaches to promote agriculture. This dichotomy featured
prominently in seminal writings about the political economy of
agricultural policy, such as Bates (1981)’ ‘‘Markets and States in
Tropical Africa”, Krueger (1996) ‘‘Political Economy of Agricultural
Policies”, Van De Walle (2001) ‘‘African Economies and the Politics
of Permanent Crisis” and Jayne, Govereh, Mwanaumo, Nyoro, and
Chapoto (2002)’s ‘‘False Promise or False Premise”. The debate
remains important for agricultural policy-making to date. In
Malawi, for instance, Harrigan (2003) found a dichotomy between
a belief in ‘‘state minimalism and pricism” that opposed input sub-
sidies (Harrigan, 2003, 848) and a belief in ‘‘structural revisionism”
that accepted subsidies and other government interventions
(Harrigan, 2003, 850). Likewise, a study by Mockshell and Birner
(2015) conducted in Ghana and Uganda points to a dichotomy in
policy beliefs between donors and domestic policy-makers regard-
ing agricultural policy choices.
In explaining contested agricultural policy choices, the early
quantitative literature focused on the economic interests of differ-
ent groups and the resulting incentives of politicians to stay in
power. The role of ideas and ideology was not considered. As Bin-
swanger and Deininger noted in their 1997 review of this litera-
ture: ‘‘It is not clear to what extent ideas and ideologies are used
to bring about political and policy changes, rather than to merely
legitimize policies that would have been adopted anyway because
of interest group pressure. Nor is it clear to what extent ideas and
ideologies facilitate the spread of specific policy mixes across coun-
tries. The literature on agricultural policies and agrarian relations
does not address these issues. Further research is needed.”
(Binswanger & Deininger, 1997).
Since then, the economic models to explain agricultural policy
choices have become more complex, e.g., to capture the influence
of regime types; but the role of ideas and ideologies has continued
to play a minor role (see reviews by Binswanger & Deininger, 1997;
De Gorter & Swinnen, 2002; Swinnen, 2010; Anderson, Rausser, &
Swinnen, 2013). Only few quantitative studies have been pub-
lished that included ideas or ideologies as an independent variable
that may influence policy choices. An example is Olper (2007), who
found evidence that political orientation (left-wing versus right-
wing) influences agricultural policy choices, but the relation was
found to be complex and influenced by other factors, such as land
inequality.
In the qualitative literature on agricultural policy change, the
role of ideas and ideology has received relatively more attention.
This applies both to the early literature, which identified, for exam-
ple, ‘‘African socialism” or the ‘‘Washington consensus” as factors
influencing agricultural policy choices (see review by Birner &
Resnick, 2010), and to the more recent literature. An example of
the latter is a study by Resnick, Haggblade, Babu, Hendriks, and
Mather (2018), who used the Kaleidoscope model of policy change,
which explicitly takes ‘‘norms, biases, ideology and beliefs” into
account. Applying this model to analyse agricultural policies in
Zambia, the authors concluded that these factors influenced the
government’s input subsidy program (Resnick, Haggblade, Babu,
Hendriks, & Mather, 2018, 115). Another example is the study by
Mockshell and Birner (2015) quoted above, who used the Advocacy
Coalition Framework developed by Jenkins-Smith and Sabatier(1994) to identify how ideas and policy beliefs influence agricul-
tural policy choices in Uganda and Ghana.
The political science literature suggests that it may also be
important to study how the use of language influences policy-
making. According to this literature, it matters for political out-
comes how ideas and beliefs are formulated in the public discourse
and what argumentative strategies are used to defend particular
ideas and beliefs. A prominent example of this position is the book
‘‘The Argumentative Turn in Policy Analysis and Planning”, edited
by Fischer and Forester (1993, 1), who pointed out: ‘‘What if our
language does not simply mirror or picture the world but pro-
foundly shapes our view of it in the first place?” Research that fol-
lowed this quest for an ‘‘argumentative turn” has employed
various types of discourse analysis to study the way in which lan-
guage is used in argumentative processes to influence policy out-
comes (Fischer & Gottweis, 2013). A policy field where this
research has produced particularly interesting insights is environ-
mental policy. For example, researchers were able to identify how
different actors influence environmental policy choices by impos-
ing a particular framing of an environmental problem, thus influ-
encing ‘‘what can and cannot be thought”, thus delimiting the
range of possible policy options (see review by Hajer & Versteeg,
2005, 177-178). More recently, the analysis of narratives is also
finding its way into mainstream economics, as the recent book
‘‘Narrative Economics” by Nobel Prize winner Robert Shiller
(2019) indicates.
In the literature on agricultural policy processes, there are still
relatively few empirical studies that have adopted this research
agenda and aimed to identify how the use of language influences
agricultural policy choices. One example is a study by Erjavec
and Erjavec (2015), who analysed the discourses associated with
different directions in the reform of the Common Agricultural Pol-
icy of the EU. Feindt and Kleinschmit (2011) examined how the
framing of the outbreak of mad cow disease (BSE) in the German
media influenced a far-reaching change in agricultural policy in
Germany in the early 2000s. With regard to agricultural policy-
making in developing countries, discourse analyses have been con-
ducted to identify the ideas and policy beliefs of different actors
(Birner, Gupta, & Sharma, 2011; Mockshell & Birner, 2015), but
studies that focus specifically on the argumentative structure of
agricultural policy discourses have been relatively scarce. The pre-
sent paper aims to address this gap in the literature by conducting
an empirical analysis of agricultural policy processes in Senegal,
which combines the application of the Advocacy Coalition Frame-
work (ACF) with the Narrative Policy Analysis approach developed
by Roe (1991, 1994). The ACF is used in this paper to identify the
main policy themes that dominate the debate about agricultural
development and to identify the groups of actors (advocacy coali-
tions) who share similar ideas and policy beliefs (as in Mockshell &
Birner, 2015). On this basis, Narrative Policy Analysis is applied to
examine the use of language by the different advocacies by exam-
ining how they formulate their ideas and beliefs and how they
argue against each other in the policy process.
Narrative Policy Analysis makes it possible to identify the ‘‘sto-
ries” that different actors tell, and to examine the argumentative
structure of these stories. As pointed out by Roe (1994, 36), a story
‘‘has a beginning, middle, and end (or premises and conclusions, if
cast as an argument) and revolves around a sequence of events or
positions in which something is said to happen or something is
said to follow.” Narratives thus ‘‘have the objective to get their
hearers to assume or do something”. (Roe, 1994, 37). A key insight
of Narrative Policy Analysis is that ‘‘stories commonly used in
describing and analysing policy issues are a force in themselves,
and must be considered explicitly in assessing policy options”
(Roe, 1994, 2). Narrative Policy Analysis also shows that narratives
J. Mockshell, R. Birner /World Development 135 (2020) 105043 3are often treated as continuing to have explanatory power even if
some assumptions on which they are based have come into doubt
(Roe, 1994, 37). Thus, as demonstrated by our case study of Sene-
gal, the analysis of policy narratives contributes to a better under-
standing of why ‘‘development dichotomies” continue to persist in
spite of efforts to overcome them, e.g., by promoting evidence-
based policy learning.
The paper is structured as follows. The next section outlines the
key concepts of the AFC and the Narrative Policy Analysis
approach. In Section 3, the dynamic agricultural policy landscape
in Senegal, the case study country, is presented. Section 4 describes
the quantitative and qualitative research methods used in this
study. The results are presented in Section 5 and discussed in the
Section 6. Conclusions are drawn in Section 7.2. The advocacy coalition framework and narrative policy
analysis
As explained in the introduction, this study combines the
Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) developed by Jenkins-
Smith and Sabatier (Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier, 1994; Weible &
Sabatier, 2017) with the Narrative Policy Analysis approach
developed by Roe (1994). The ACF was developed to analyze
policy subsystems consisting of different policy coalitions, in
which members of each coalition share ideas and policy beliefs
(Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier, 1994). The concept of policy beliefs is
fundamental in the ACF as the formation of coalitions depends
on shared beliefs. Policy beliefs refer to implicit theories about
how to achieve certain goals, views on the effectiveness of pol-
icy instruments, value priorities, and perceptions of important
causal relationships (Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier, 1994; Majone,
1980). They are seen as causal drivers for political behavior
(Weible, Sabatier, & McQueen, 2009, 122). In a policy subsys-
tem, the coalition members with similar beliefs interact and
engage in a significant degree of coordination to influence policy
(Elgin & Weible, 2013; Weible, Sabatier, & McQueen, 2009). A
broad range of policy actors consisting of government officials,
interest groups, researchers, and private sector actors concerned
about a policy problem form beliefs about possible solutions
and coordinate their activities in a policy subsystem (Weible,
2007).
A central concept in the AFC is policy-oriented learning, which
is defined as ‘‘enduring alternations of thought or behavioral inten-
tions that result from experiences and which are concerned with
the attainment or revision of the precepts of the belief system of
individuals or of collectives” (Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier, 1994,
182; Jenkins-Smith, Nohrstedt, Weible, & Sabatier, 2014, 198).
Achieving cross-coalition learning depends on the extent to which
policy actors perceive a threat to their core policy beliefs (Jenkins-
Smith, Nohrstedt, Weible, & Sabatier, 2014, 199). An intermediate
level of conflict increases the likelihood of cross-coalition learning,
as opposing coalitions are threatened just enough to attend to the
issues and remain receptive enough to new information (Jenkins-
Smith, Nohrstedt, Weible, & Sabatier, 2014, 199). Conflicting policy
beliefs among coalitions in a policy subsystem can be mediated by
policy brokers to facilitate cross-coalition policy learning (Jenkins-
Smith & Sabatier, 1994; Jenkins-Smith, Nohrstedt, Weible, &
Sabatier, 2014). The aim of promoting policy-oriented learning is
to facilitate policy change, which can be measured by the extent
to which alterations deviate from previous policies, e.g., by revi-
sions of existing programs, termination of programs, or the launch-
ing of new programs (Jenkins-Smith, Nohrstedt, Weible, & Sabatier,
2014).
While the AFC framework offers an important tool to identify
and analyze the role of policy beliefs in the policy process, theframework does not focus on the way in which language is used
to express policy beliefs and how the use of language, specifically
the argumentative structure, may contribute to the change in pol-
icy beliefs and policy learning. Combining the AFC with a frame-
work that addresses this aspect appears useful. As Shanahan,
Jones, and McBeth (2011, 536) observe, ‘‘stakeholders use words,
images, and symbols to strategically craft policy narratives to res-
onate with the public, relevant stakeholders, and governmental
decision makers, with the aim of producing a winning coalition.”
There are different approaches to analyze narratives, which are
divided into two categories (Jones & McBeth, 2010, 333ff): (1)
structuralist approaches, which typically involve a quantitative
analysis of the structure or format of narratives; and (2) post-
structuralist approaches, which employ qualitative methods and
focus understanding towards ‘‘how meaning is developed and
assigned” (Jones & McBeth, 2010, 334). As mentioned above, this
study applies Roe (1994) Narrative Policy Analysis, which falls into
the category of post-structuralist approaches. This approach has
been selected, because the focus of this paper is placed on under-
standing dichotomies in agricultural development policy and Roe’s
Narrative Policy Analysis is considered to provide ‘‘the most fully
articulated methodology for the use of narratives in policy contro-
versies.” (Jones & McBeth, 2010, 335). Moreover, the framework
has been developed to study policy problems that are character-
ized by uncertainty, complexity, and polarization. Uncertainty
and complexity follow from the intricacies of the problem and/or
the interrelatedness with other policy issues, while polarization
refers to the concentration of groups around extremes in the policy
issues (Roe, 1994, 2). As the persistence of dichotomies (see Sec-
tion 1) indicates, these features play an important role in agricul-
tural development policy.
The Narrative Policy Analysis approach involves the following
four steps (Roe, 1994, 2ff). The first step is to identify those narra-
tives that dominate the issue in question and match the definition
of a story indicated above, that is having a beginning, a middle and
an end. The second step is identifying those narratives that do not
conform to the definition of a story (non-stories) and those narra-
tives that are counter-stories. The latter also have a beginning,
middle and end, but they are formulated in such a way that ‘‘they
run counter to the controversy’s dominant policy narratives” Roe,
1994, 3). A typical type of a non-story is a critique, which ‘‘never
tells its own story—its point-by-point rebuttal does not have its
own argument, its own beginning, middle, and end—and serves
only to raise doubts that the critique itself cannot answer” (Roe,
1994, 40). Critiques alone, however, are not sufficient to induce
policy change. As Roe (1994, 40) observes: ‘‘Refutation of a
decision-maker’s argument for action doesn’t mean you have taken
away her or his perceived need to act. Rather, displacing a discred-
ited narrative requires an equally straightforward narrative that
tells a better story”. To understand the dichotomies in agricultural
development policy and examine how they are translated into
actual policy, it is therefore essential to identify both critiques
and counter-stories. The third step in Roe’s approach is to generate
a ‘‘meta-narrative”, which takes aspects of the dominant stories
and counter-stories into account and aims to turn the prevailing
polarization ‘‘into another story altogether” (Roe, 1994, 4). The
fourth step is to examine if and how the meta-narrative recasts
the issue in a way more amenable to decision-making. However,
regarding steps 3 and 4, one needs to take into account that not
all controversies have a policy-relevant meta-narrative (Roe,
1994, 4). The concept of the meta-narrative is particularly interest-
ing when combining Narrative Policy Analysis with the ACF,
because such meta-narratives could play an important role in pol-
icy learning across advocacy coalitions.
In the following, we will apply these concepts to better under-
stand how different narratives influence policy formulation and
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Senegal as an example.1 The analysis was based on only 23 transcripts because the remaining four
interviews were not recorded due to lack of consent.3. The policy landscape: Senegal’s agricultural sector
Since Senegal won its independence in 1960, agricultural
development policies have been central to the Senegalese eco-
nomic development agenda. Yet, annual growth in the agricul-
tural value added has been erratic (below 5 percent in recent
years) and characterized by declining performance in total cereal
production and in land productivity (USD 160/hectare) and labor
productivity (0.5–0.9 ha/worker) (Mockshell, 2016, 4). Overall,
the sector remains underdeveloped and confronts numerous
challenges (Stads & Sène, 2011). This situation is particularly dis-
turbing for the Senegalese economy because the country heavily
depends on agriculture, which supports the livelihood of most of
its rural population. Owing to these challenges, the sector has
witnessed several policy reforms aimed at promoting its develop-
ment. The policies of the post-independence (1960–1980s) era
were characterized by state investment in the provision of agri-
cultural inputs and credit, and by regulating the output market
(Masters, 2007; Oya, 2006). However, because of the fiscal crisis
and management challenges, state interventions were abandoned
in the early 1980s (Oya, 2006). This period marked an ideological
shift from state interventionist agricultural policies to market
sector-led polices. There was a move toward liberalization of
the agricultural input and output markets through the ‘‘Nouvelle
Politique Agricole” (new agricultural policy) launched in 1984
(Oya, 2006). Apart from the presence of international financial
institutions and other donor organizations coming into the agri-
cultural policy arena, there was an inflow of private sector enter-
prises, non-government organizations, and civil society
organizations in the policy arena.
The limited success in transforming the Senegalese agricultural
sector (post-Nouvelle PolitiqueAgricole era) led, in the 2000s, to ini-
tiating a consultation process involving multiple stakeholders to
develop the ‘‘Loi d’Orientation Agro-Sylvo Pastorale” (LOASP –
Agro-sylvo pastoral act) (Resnick & Birner, 2010). The LOASP was a
grand vision for the agricultural sector and aimed at providing a
strategy to modernize the sector and reduce rural poverty (Oya,
2006; Resnick & Birner, 2010). The LOASP was complemented by
the ‘‘Grande Offensive Agricole pour la Nourriture et l’Abondance”
(GOANA- Great Agricultural Offensive for Food and Abundance)
launched after the 2008 food crisis, which aimed at improving
domestic food production, reducing food importation, and attaining
self-sufficiency. Under the GOANA, state subsidies covered the pro-
vision of irrigation facilities, fertilizer (50 percent reduction in
price), and seeds (75 percent reduction in price) that was a U-turn
from the Nouvelle Politique Agricole mentioned earlier (Stads &
Sène, 2011).
The ‘‘Programme National d’Investissement Agricole” (PNIA-
Program of Agricultural Sector Investment) was the next agricul-
tural development policy document of Senegal, covering an imple-
mentation period of 2011–2015. It was developed through a
multi-stakeholder consultation process involving national policy-
makers, donors, and civil society organizations. It reflected the
diverse policy interests in the agricultural policy subsystem
(Government of Senegal, 2012). In particular, it aligned itself with
the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme
(CAADP) (Plan d’investissement, (n.d.)). Similar to the initial agricul-
tural development program, the PNIA also aimed at promoting eco-
nomic development, achieving food security, and reducing poverty
by 2015 (Government of Senegal, 2012). Although the PNIA was
the output of a broad stakeholder consultation process with eight
policy objectives, it is generally silent on the policy instruments tobe used to realize the outlined policy objectives (Plan
d’investissement, (n.d.)).4. Research methods
This section starts with a description of the research study
design, followed by an explanation of the empirical research meth-
ods that were applied.
4.1. Study design
The study combines both the ACF and Narrative Policy Analysis
to identify policy beliefs and understand their role in shaping agri-
cultural policy processes and policy choices. To identify the current
actors in the agricultural policy subsystem and examine their nar-
ratives, a stakeholder mapping exercise was conducted, which was
complemented by key informant interviews in Senegal and by a
search through policy publications. The main actors were then cat-
egorized into four generic interest groups: think tanks, knowledge
providers, donors, and government policy-makers. To examine the
underlying narratives of the agricultural policy choices in Senegal,
in-depth interviews with policy stakeholders were conducted.
After every interview, the respondents were asked for additional
respondents involved in the policy process, taking into considera-
tion the qualitative research principle of ‘‘completeness” (covering
the broad spectrum of actors) and ‘‘dissimilarity” (respondents
with diverse perspectives) (Blee & Taylor, 2002). A total of 27 in-
depth interviews (see Table 1) and two participant observation
workshops were undertaken. Data triangulation was employed to
check for internal validity (see Golafshani, 2003).
The in-depth interviews with stakeholders were conducted
using a semi-structured interview approach. This follows the rec-
ommendation of Roe (1994, 158–162) to use open-ended ques-
tions without prompting the respondents to facilitate free
expression. The interview questions comprised five broad initial
questions: (1) What are the challenges affecting the agricultural
sector? (2) What are the opportunities existing in the agricultural
sector? (3) What is the vision for the agricultural sector? (4) What
policy instruments are important for transforming the agricultural
sector (5) What is the role of the different policy actors in trans-
forming the agricultural sector? Twenty-three in-depth interviews
were recorded with the consent of the respondents. The interviews
lasted for an average duration of one hour, and most interviews
were conducted in French, with four in English. All recorded inter-
views were transcribed verbatim for further analysis.
4.2. Data analysis
The data analysis process consisted of a content analysis of the
transcripts and a two-step cluster analysis. The analysis aimed at
examining the narrative polarizations through cluster analysis
and applying content analysis to determine the storyline.
4.2.1. Content analysis of transcripts
All transcripts were uploaded into the NVivo 10 software for a
detailed content analysis of each transcript1. The five broad inter-
view questions (see above) were used to guide the content analysis.
Two independent researchers who had regular discussions during
the coding process to check for inter-coder reliability conducted this
analysis. The categories consisted of challenges affecting the agricul-
tural sector, vision of the agricultural sector, role of the actors, and




Government agencies (agriculture policy unit, extension, and
finance)
6
Academic (agricultural economics and political science) 3
Research and think tanks 5
Donor agencies and International Financial Institutions 4
Political party representatives and parliamentarians 2
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respondents. In this analysis, labels were applied to describe recur-
ring policy themes. For example, the label ‘‘rainfall-dependent agri-
culture” describes a policy theme, which focuses on the problem that
agricultural production systems mainly rely on natural rainfall and
are characterized by low productivity because of the absence of irri-
gation technologies. As indicated above, the researchers identified
those policy themes without prompting or using leading questions
(see Appendix A for details). The identified policy themes were
grouped according to constraints affecting the agricultural sector
and agricultural policy instruments.
4.2.2. Quantitative data generation and cluster analysis
Transformation of the qualitative data into a quantitative data
set was carried out to identify the advocacy coalitions and policy
actors (see Section 2 for explanation). The first step was the coding
of the interviews (cf. Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003). The coding of
interviews in this paper builds on an approach designed by
Birner, Gupta, and Sharma (2011) for analyzing the political econ-
omy of agricultural policy reforms in India. The transformation into
quantitative data followed an approach developed by Mockshell
and Birner (2015). Each policy theme identified in the content
analysis (coding) was assigned a binary value (1 = yes was assigned
if the policy theme appeared in the policy narrative of a respondent
and 0 = no was assigned otherwise).
Subsequently, a two-step cluster2 analysis was conducted to
explore how the policy actors’ cluster around the policy themes
identified from the in-depth interviews. Cluster membership was
determined and cross-tabulated, using an identification number
(stakeholder identification variable) for each interviewed stake-
holder. The cluster analysis served to identify the number of advo-
cacy coalitions and their composition, based on shared policy
themes.
4.2.3. Analysis of agricultural policy narratives
After determining the advocacy coalitions and the policy actors
who constitute them, Roe’s Narrative Policy Analysis approach (cf.
Section 2) was applied to identify and analyze different types of
narratives in the interviews held by the policy actors. For this pur-
pose, the policy themes identified as described above were exam-
ined with regard to their narrative structure in order to identify
stories, non-stories (such as critiques), counter-stories and meta-
narratives. The analysis of the policy themes showed that they fall
into the following groups: (1) Policy themes that refer to con-
straints affecting the agricultural sector, which are possible begin-
nings of stories and counter-stories; (2) policy themes that
describe policy instruments and their effects, which are possible2 A two-step cluster determines the cluster number automatically compared to K-
means and hierarchical clustering in which the number of clusters must be specified
in the analysis.middles and ends of either stories or counter-stories; and (3) policy
themes that were formulated as criticism of policy instruments
and therefore, fall into the category of critiques (non-stories).
The broad interview questions on challenges affecting the agri-
cultural sector, policy instruments, and vision of the agricultural
sector were used to guide this analytical process. For example, a
respondent’s ‘‘fertilizer input subsidy narrative” was identified
from the interview transcript as follows: The story starts with
the problem of depleting soil quality affecting agricultural produc-
tivity (beginning of story). Fertilizer input subsidy provision is rec-
ommended for improving soil quality (middle of story). Providing a
fertilizer input subsidy would contribute to improving soil nutrient
and agricultural productivity. This will increase farmers’ income
and promote agricultural and rural development (end of story).
The results are described in the results section, using direct quotes
for illustration. In addition, the results are summarized in the form
of tables in the Appendix B.
The analysis of policy themes did not reveal any meta-
narratives in the transcripts of the interviewees. Therefore, the
results presented in Section 4 are based on the first two steps in
the four-step approach of Narrative Policy Analysis (see Section 2):
(1) the identification of dominant stories, and (2) the identification
of critiques (non-stories) and counter-stories. The remaining two
steps, that is (3) identifyingmeta-narratives and (4) assessing them
are conducted as part of Section 5, where potentialmeta-narratives
are discussed that could serve for policy-learning.5. Results
Based on the policy themes identified in the data analysis, this
section presents how the agricultural policy ideas and policy
beliefs were expressed in the form of storylines. The section starts
with describing findings regarding the advocacy coalitions and
their composition before presenting the findings regarding their
narratives.5.1. Advocacy coalitions in agricultural policy subsystems
Based on the results of the cluster analysis, two advocacy coali-
tions were identified. They are labeled as ‘‘agricultural support”
and ‘‘agricultural support critique”, because these terms reflect
predominant types of narratives of the respective coalitions. Table 2
shows the advocacy coalitions and the stakeholders that form the
two coalitions. A total of 17 stakeholders belong to the agricultural
support coalition, which is dominated by actors from government
ministries and agencies (except the finance ministry), academia,
and interest groups. The six remaining policy actors belong to
the agricultural support critique coalition. These coalition mem-
bers come from international financial institutions, think tanks,
research organizations, and academia.
The results of the cluster analysis are displayed in Appendices C
and D. A silhouette3 measure of 0.6 (cluster results) > 0.5 (average
measure) provides a basis for accepting the cluster groupings of
the two advocacy coalitions. This implies that the agricultural sup-
port narratives and the agricultural support critique narratives are
not the same for the two advocacy coalitions (‘‘agricultural support”
versus ‘‘agricultural support critique”) but are similar within the
same advocacy coalition. The next section examines the narratives
of the two advocacy coalitions.3 The silhouette measures cohesion within clusters and separation among clusters.
The measure provides an indication of cluster ‘‘goodness of fit.” It ranges from 1
(poor) to +1 (good).
Table 2










Research and think tanks 1 2
International financial institutions 1 3
Political party representatives 2 0
Interest groups (civil society
organizations)
4 0
Cluster sizes 17 (74%) 6 (26%)
Cluster quality (silhouette
measure of cohesion and
separation)
0.6
The cluster size refers to the total number of members for that coalition. The other
numbers represent members for a specific coalition member category.
The silhouette measures cohesion within clusters and separation among clusters.
The measure provides an indication of cluster ‘‘goodness of fit.” It ranges from 1
(poor) to + 1 (good).
Source: Authors’ compilation, N = 23.
Table 3
Structure of the narratives of the agricultural support coalition.




Beginning of the narratives
Low agricultural growth is caused by:
Rainfall-dependent agriculture 11 42
Depleting soil fertility 9 38
Primitive farm equipment 11 47
Lack of value addition 14 22
Lack of market access 11 34
Unavailability of finance 8 17
Middle of the narratives
Solving the agricultural problems requires:
Investment in water harvesting
technologies
13 25
Investment in value addition of
primary products
8 17
Modern farm equipment 6 18
Input subsidy provision: fertilizer
and seed
9 53
End of the narratives
Growth in agricultural production will lead to:
Increased farm income 14 40
Better food security and food
sovereignty
7 16
Reduction in rural poverty 15 35
Youth employment opportunities 6 22
The ‘‘number of respondents” indicate the number of actors who mentioned the
policy theme at least once. The ‘‘frequency of occurrence” refers to the total number
of time the policy theme was mentioned.
N = 23. Source: Authors’ compilation from in-depth interviews.
4 ‘‘R” is used to represent ‘‘respondent”; therefore, ‘‘R1” means respondent number
1. These labels are used throughout the paper to protect the anonymity of the
respondents.
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Based on the detailed analysis of interview transcripts, 63 dif-
ferent narratives were identified in the agricultural support coali-
tion, while 24 narratives were identified in the interviews of the
agricultural support critique coalition. The next section presents
the policy narratives of the two coalitions.
5.2.1. Agricultural support narratives
The narratives of the agricultural support coalition focus pri-
marily on low agricultural productivity coupled with other agricul-
tural sector constraints, and on instruments to overcome these
constraints. In these narratives, the agricultural sector is character-
ized by low productivity and there is a need to address this prob-
lem. The proponents of this coalition construct the agricultural
support narratives in a ‘‘cause and effect” style. At the beginning
of the story, the narratives identify problems of poor soil fertility,
low input quality, high costs of inputs, unavailability of appropri-
ate technologies, and rainfall-dependent agriculture as fundamen-
tal constraints contributing to low agricultural productivity (see
Table 3). As a solution to this problem, the middle of the narratives
highlight the potential benefits of government investment in mod-
ern farm inputs, irrigation facilities, and the provision of input sub-
sidies (for fertilizer and seed) to increase agricultural productivity.
Moreover, import protection was recommended to facilitate the
development of the domestic market. At the end of the narratives,
such policy instruments are said to contribute to poverty reduc-
tion, increase farm income, provide employment for youth,
improve food security, and promote rural and economic develop-
ment. The following sections analyze these agricultural support
narratives in more detail.
5.2.2. The narratives of depleting soil fertility, poor seed quality, and
input subsidies
A recurring theme in the narratives of the agricultural support
coalition was the role of poor soil quality and low fertilizer appli-
cation in contributing to low agricultural productivity. This prob-
lem was explained in a cause-effect fashion by the inability of
farmers to purchase fertilizer and other complementary inputs
due to high cost, quality problems, and insufficient quantities on
the market. This type of narrative can be illustrated by the follow-
ing quote from a farmers’ organization representative: ‘‘There are
no good seeds . . . so seeds come from everywhere, everyone bringswhat he wants. The ISRA [i.e. Institut Sénégalais de Recherches
Agricoles – Senegalese Institute of of Agricultural Research] was
helping farmers, but for about 10 years now we do not have certi-
fied seeds. If we don’t have good seeds, we cannot have a good har-
vest . . . also there is the problem with depleting soil nutrients and
we need fertilizer (R1)4.” A government official expressed this con-
cern as follows: ‘‘Besides that, there is also a problem of availability
of certified seeds, thus germination is not always guaranteed (R19).”
To address these problems, the agricultural support coalition recom-
mended a fertilizer and seed input subsidy to improve soil quality
and increase productivity. This recommendation was linked to the
argument that farmers are poor and unable to access agricultural
inputs from the market. Hence, these narratives have a very system-
atic ‘‘problem and solution” plot. The findings suggest that these nar-
ratives have high acceptability across different stakeholders, as
evidenced by the wide range of actors and frequency at which such
narratives were identified (see Table 3). In the view of the propo-
nents of agricultural support, subsidies for fertilizer and seeds will
contribute to increasing soil fertility, and therefore to increasing
agricultural productivity and food security. These were typical ends
of the respective narratives.
5.2.3. The narrative of rainfall-dependent agriculture and the need for
irrigation infrastructure
This narrative highlights the dependence of Senegalese agricul-
ture on rainfall, which is also seen as a major factor contributing to
low agricultural productivity (see Table 3). A government official
expressed this concern as follows: ‘‘Currently, our agriculture is
confronted with climatic hazards, especially in the Northern
region, which affects agricultural productivity (R6).” Similarly, a
representative of a farmers’ organization mentioned that ‘‘now
Table 4
Agricultural support critique policy themes.





Low agricultural growth is caused by:
Rainfall-dependent agriculture 4 11
Depleting soil fertility 3 6
Primitive farming equipment 2 11
Lack of investment by smallholder farmers 2 4
Arguments of the critique that subsidies are not the solution:
Input subsidy provision by the government is
not a sustainable solution.
6 17
Subsidies are costly. 5 15
Subsidies benefit mostly large farms, not
small farms.
3 8
Subsidies cause crowding out of investment. 1 3




Subsidized credit should be provided through
banks
1 2
Government resources should be invested in
infrastructure (e.g. road, rail, research, etc.)
3 9
The ‘‘number of respondents” indicate the number of actors who mentioned the
policy theme at least once. The ‘‘frequency of occurrence” refers to the total number
of time the policy theme was mentioned.
N = 23.
Source: Authors’ compilation from in-depth interviews.
J. Mockshell, R. Birner /World Development 135 (2020) 105043 7there are other factors of production such as water because if 90%
of our agriculture depends mainly on natural rainfall, then this is a
haphazard type of agriculture (R3).”
The rainfall-dependence narrative was often framed in a broad
climate change context by the agricultural support coalition. The
strategic reference to a global phenomenon seems to increase the
acceptance and credibility of the rainfall dependency narrative.
Coalition members also pointed to the limited exploitation of the
Senegal River and other natural water sources, emphasizing that
there is an ‘‘under-exploitation of water resources”. Similar to
the case of the soil depletion narrative, the agricultural support
coalition members emphasized the role that government can play
through construction of irrigation facilities to support agricultural
production. A respondent stated: ‘‘We have the state; it has an
important role to play in terms of providing irrigation (R8).” In
the view of the coalition, such interventions will enable farmers
to increase crop cultivation throughout the year.
5.2.4. The narrative of ‘‘primitive” versus modern farm equipment
The use of the ‘‘hoe and cutlass” instead of modern farm equip-
ment was a recurring theme among the members of the agricul-
tural support coalition, as indicated by the high frequency of this
policy theme (see Table 3). This narrative refers to the low use of
improved technology as a major constraint to increasing agricul-
tural production. In this narrative, the current farming system is
depicted as ‘‘primitive” and characterized by the use of a ‘‘hoe
and cutlass.” The solution is seen in the need to ‘‘modernize” the
agricultural production system through the use of tractors. The
drudgery in using hand tools (e.g. hoe and cutlass) for farming
and the inability of farmers to purchase tractors are the dominant
policy themes in this narrative. Members of the agricultural sup-
port coalition associated the use of primitive farming equipment
with the unavailability of tractors and other modern inputs. A gov-
ernment official described the problem as follows: ‘‘The govern-
ment supports producers, but this is not adequate . . . the state is
currently reviewing its policies to support producers in this direc-
tion, but this is insufficient, especially equipment relating to trac-
tors (R6).” A representative of a farmers’ group expressed this point
as follows: ‘‘The government should support the manufacturing of
new farm machines and sell them to farmers as factories that man-
ufacture these machines are not available . . . also the government
has to train our artisans so they can produce some parts since this
will make the prices affordable for farmers (R22).”
The agricultural support coalition also associated a perceived
disinterest of youth in farming and the migration of rural people
to urban areas with a lack of modernization in farming. As one
respondent said: ‘‘. . . we cannot feed the nation without agricul-
ture. Agriculture in most cases can bring many jobs for young peo-
ple if we take care of it properly. Many young people do not have
jobs today and agriculture can help create jobs for them. It can
bring development and reduce poverty if conditions are favorable
and we have the right tools to work (R1).”
5.3. Agricultural support critique narratives
For the agricultural support critique coalition, two types of nar-
ratives were identified, following the approach outlined in Sec-
tion 2: critiques (which are non-stories as they do not have
beginning, middle and end) and counter-stories, which provide
alternatives to the solutions that are criticized.
Although the agricultural support critique coalition identified
similar fundamental problems affecting the agricultural sector as
did the agricultural support coalition (Table 4), their narratives
were mostly critiques: They emphasized that the prevailing agri-
cultural input subsidy programs were ineffective and inefficient.
The arguments focused on the need for efficient use of limitedresources, unsustainable input subsidy policies, and the distribu-
tional challenges of input subsidies. A typical example of a critique
is the following statement expressed by an official: ‘‘There are
problems of resource allocation, when you take a sector like agri-
culture, much of the resources have been directed to subsidies of
seeds and fertilizer but we have very low productivity, impacts
are still low. We spend this large amount of money, which could
have been invested in building irrigation facilities . . . there is a
huge potential to develop agriculture in the Kédougou region but
the financial resources are not forthcoming; the priorities are
mainly targeted toward seed and fertilizer subsidies (R15).”
The argument that input subsidies might crowd out private
investment is a similar critique, which is directed against govern-
ment input subsidy programs. According to the members of the
agricultural support critique coalition, fertilizer inputs are private
goods that require private investment rather than government
investment. Another critique is based on the argument that gov-
ernment investment in fertilizer creates a disincentive for private
investment. A representative of a research organization expressed
this concern as follows: ‘‘The government should avoid crowding
out investment. That is if the government invests in places where
the private sector should invest. I, as a private person, I am not
going to have any incentive to invest, because the government is
already doing what I should do. For example, providing fertilizer
to farmers, fertilizer is something I should buy normally if my
activity is profitable. If the government is providing fertilizer,
where am I going to invest my money? So, government spending
should bring a crowding in effect and not a crowding out effect
(R20).”
The problem of poor targeting was another concern in the nar-
ratives of the agricultural support critique coalition. In the view of
the coalition members, fertilizer and seed subsidies are diverted to
benefit government officials, and they mostly benefit large-scale
farmers rather than small farmers and thus make input subsidy
policy options ineffective policy instruments for agricultural devel-
opment. In the view of some opponents of government input sub-
sidies, such support measures are mainly implemented for political
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such a subsidy approach; they are politically efficient but not eco-
nomically efficient. The distribution is in a political way but not an
economic way (R20).”
As indicated in Section 2, critiques are not sufficient to displace
a prevailing narrative. What is required is an ‘‘equally straightfor-
ward narrative that tells a better story”. (Roe, 1994, 40). The anal-
ysis of the discourse showed that the agricultural support critique
coalition had relatively few such counter-stories. The most promi-
nent one had the following argumentative structure: In view of the
problems affecting the agricultural sector (beginning of the
counter-story), the government should strengthen the agricultural
credit market (middle of the story), so that farmers can access
inputs and increase productivity while the problems of govern-
ment subsidy programs can be avoided (end of the story). An
example of this counter-story is the following statement by a rep-
resentative of a donor organization: ‘‘Why don’t you (government)
develop a strong agricultural credit market, so that farmers can go
there and access this credit at a subsidized rate, this will allow the
fertilizer and seed market to develop rather than government
intervention . . . in any case there is really much to do in terms of
funding and it needs to be more rational for greater efficiency in
the long run. Try to set up an efficient financial system that will
replace these agricultural subsidies that dry the budget of the Min-
istry of Agriculture out, but do not provide any expected results
(R21).” The provision of public infrastructure (e.g. road, railway,
research and development) was another issue of critique. Accord-
ing to a respondent, ‘‘there is a lack of investment by small farms,
that is why we do not see any outcome (results) on the ground.” As
reflected in the statements, the coalition emphasized the need for
the private sector to lead investment rather than government input
subsidy provisions. Their main argument was that public sector
finance crowds out private sector investment.6. Discussion
As highlighted in the introduction, the main goal of this paper
was to contribute to a better understanding of the narrative foun-
dations of prevailing dichotomies in agricultural development pol-
icy. Combining the ACF with Narrative Policy Analysis, the paper
aimed to identify the coalitions of actors associated with different
positions regarding these dichotomies and to analyze the stories,
critiques and counter-stories that they tell. In this section, we will
discuss the relevance of the narratives for policy-making and the
potential role that meta-narratives could play for policy learning.6.1. Who has the better story?
As the results of the analysis show, the narratives of two advo-
cacy coalitions reflect, as expected, the major dichotomy in agri-
cultural development policy that exists between those who
believe in state-led approaches and those who believe in
market-led approaches. The narratives of the agricultural support
coalition emphasize the need for strong government support,
especially by providing input subsidies, while the narratives of
the agricultural support critique coalition demonstrate a prefer-
ence for market-oriented policies. Thus, the study confirms the
earlier findings regarding this dichotomy quoted in the introduc-
tion (Bates, 1981; Krueger et al., 1991; Van De Walle, 2001;
Jayne, Govereh, Mwanaumo, Nyoro, & Chapoto, 2002; Mockshell
& Birner, 2015).
The narrative analysis presented in this paper shows that two
advocacy coalitions that represent this dichotomy use rather dif-
ferent argumentative strategies. The agricultural support coalition
tells a range of stories that explain why government support isnecessary and how such support will address the problems of
low agricultural productivity. In contrast, the coalition that pro-
motes market-based approaches formulates mostly critiques of
government subsidies. In the interviews conducted for this study,
there was clearly a lack of what Roe (1994, 40) called ‘‘an equally
straightforward narrative that tells a better story.” Only two of
the policy themes identified in the transcripts could be identified
as counter-stories, while five policy themes were critiques.
Possible reasons for the lack of counter-stories include the fol-
lowing: Both coalitions shared the view that low agricultural pro-
ductivity is the major problem facing the agricultural sector. This
problem makes a good beginning of a government subsidy story,
but it does not make a good beginning for a market-oriented story,
because it is well established in the agricultural economics litera-
ture that market failures are wide-spread in agriculture and con-
tribute to the problem of low productivity (see, e.g., Binswanger
& Rosenzweig, 1986; Morris, Kelly, Kopicki, & Byerlee, 2007).
Hence, it is not easy to construct a straightforward story that
explains how market-oriented policy instruments can address
the problem. If market failures are caused by government interven-
tion, as in the case of crowding out of private companies by fertil-
izer subsidies, it is unavoidable to formulate a market-oriented
argument in the form of a critique. There are market-oriented nar-
ratives that are not critiques, but they are not as straightforward as
the subsidy story. An example is public investment, e.g., in road
infrastructure, which is often required to support the development
of markets. Investment in roads does not directly lead to higher
agricultural productivity. This effect can only be expected to occur
as a consequence of a chain of causes and effects, such as the fol-
lowing: Better transport infrastructure leads to new marketing
opportunities, which lead to higher prices for output or lower
prices for inputs, which then provide incentives to farmers to
increase productivity. This is a more complex story than the sub-
sidy story, as it depends on additional assumptions. Moreover,
even this story is often told in connection with a criticism of cur-
rent policies. In many African countries, a considerable share of
the agricultural budget is dedicated to subsidies (cf. Birner et al.,
2018). Therefore, proponents of the market-oriented story often
argue that subsidies need to be reduced to make resources avail-
able for investments in infrastructure and other public goods.
Reference to other countries was not prominent in the narra-
tives of the respondents. However, even if respondents would refer
to international experience, members of the agricultural support
coalition are likely to maintain a competitive edge. Industrialized
countries have a strong track record of heavily supporting agricul-
ture (Anderson & Masters, 2009) and, thus, do not serve as exam-
ples for a good story on how agricultural productivity can be
increased without government support.
Overall, the findings suggest that the agricultural support coali-
tion has ‘‘a better story” as far as the structure of their narrative is
concerned. This does, of course, not imply that their story is better
in a normative sense that is in the sense that the prescribed poli-
cies are indeed better suited to reach their intended goals than
the policies suggested by the agricultural support critique coali-
tion. Moreover, since the number of respondents was limited, the
findings cannot be generalized. It is also difficult to compare the
findings of this study with the literature, since narrative analyses
in the field of agricultural policy are scarce, as indicated in the
introduction. However, a discourse analysis on agricultural policies
conducted in two different countries, Ghana and Uganda, indicated
that proponents of market-oriented policies there often formulated
their arguments in the form of a critique of prevailing government
policies, as well (Mockshell & Birner, 2015). Hence, for future
research, it appears justified to pay more attention to the narrative
foundations of development dichotomies and study how propo-
nents of different positions tell their stories.
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Even though it was beyond the scope of this paper to conduct an
analysis of how the different narratives influence actual policy
choices, evidence suggests that the agricultural support coalition
has gained policy influence in recent years. Government initiatives
presented in Section 3, such as the ‘‘Loi d’Orientation Agro-Sylvo
Pastorale” (LOASP) and the Grande Offensive Agricole pour la
Nourriture et l’Abondance” (GOANA) provide smallholder farmers
with subsidized fertilizer and other forms of government support
(Stads & Sèn, 2011). Such programs have become rather popular
in the past decade, not only in Senegal, but also in other African
countries (Jayne & Rashid, 2013). TheWorld Bank’s project ‘‘Distor-
tions to Agricultural Incentives” showed that many developing
countries did not only stop taxing their agricultural sector during
the past decades, they have actually started to subsidize it. The
widely popularized fertilizer input subsidy program in Malawi
and the global food price crisis of 2008 are often cited as catalysts
of the resurgence of input subsidies and the spread to other coun-
tries (see Jayne & Rashid, 2013). It would be an interesting topic for
further research to analyze how international narratives of the
Malawi fertilizer subsidy program have influenced the narratives
in other countries, such as Senegal. In 2007, the New York Times
praised the program on its title page as follows: ‘‘Ending Famine,
Simply by Ignoring the Experts” (Dugger, 2007). The narrative in
this article was a straightforward story: Hunger prevailed in
Malawi due to poor soil quality contributing to low productivity
(beginning), the fertilizer subsidy increased production (middle)
and the hunger was overcome (end). As the title of the story indi-
cates, the article also dismissed the critics of such input subsidies.
The Malawi fertilizer story was not only told in the popular press, it
also had strong supporters among development economists, most
notably, Jeffrey Sachs, one of the most outspoken proponents of
fertilizer subsidies in the international development community.
In 2009, he and his colleagues published a paper that praised the
Malawi case as a splendid example of the ‘‘Africa Green Revolu-
tion” (Denning, Kabambe, Sanchez, Malik, Flor, Harawa, & Sachs,
2009, 7).
Internationalfinancial anddevelopmentorganizationshavebeen
largely critical of such subsidy policies. This is not surprising consid-
ering their position in the development dichotomy. Anderson and
Masters (2009, 63), for example, describe the fact that developing
countries moved from the taxation of the agricultural sector to sub-
sidizing it as ‘‘overshooting” and criticize it as follows: ‘‘In response
to rural poverty and inequality,manycountries start protectingagri-
culture soon after they stop taxing it. This imposes large costs on
consumers and slows national economic growth” (Anderson and
Masters, 2009, 63). These ideas and beliefs are also echoed in the
donor policy environment, and making input subsidies and other
government-supported programs a less favorable policy choice
(Dugger, 2007; Harrigan, 2003). For the agricultural critique coali-
tion, the historical failure of some past donor funded initiatives
(e.g., agricultural tractor service programs), high transaction costs,
and governance challenges associated with implementing input
subsidy programs in Africa have been the narrative foundation of
the prevailing ideas and beliefs (see Daum & Birner, 2017).
In spite of their critique, donor organizations often co-finance
input subsidy programs under budget support or under initiatives
such the investment plans of the Comprehensive Africa Agricul-
tural Development Program (CAADP), which do not necessarily
specify for what types of policy instruments the funds are being
used (Mockshell & Birner, 2015, 10). Hence, in spite of criticizing
such policies, they alternatively work with governments and
jointly develop strategies to make such policy instruments more
effective. A meta-narrative might be helpful to reach this goal, as
will be discussed in the next sub-section.6.3. Options for a meta-narrative
As outlined in Section 2, Roe (1994) narrative policy involves the
generation of a ‘‘meta-narrative”, which turns the polarization into a
new story that includes aspects of both the dominant stories and the
counter-stories. This is step 3 in Roe’s framework, following the
identification of dominant narratives (step 1) and of counter-
narratives and non-stories (step 2). One also needs to examine
whether the meta-narrative facilitates political decision-making
(step 4). As Roe (1994, 6) points out: ‘‘Meta-narratives [. . .] come
about in very different ways: some are created, others are preexist-
ing, some have to be discovered, and others just aren’t there.”
In case of the agricultural policy dichotomy analyzed here, a
concept was created that had the potential of a meta-narrative:
‘‘market-smart subsidies”. This concept was elaborated by a group
of World Bank authors in a book entitled ‘‘Fertilizer Use in African
Agriculture” (Morris, Kelly, Kopicki, & Byerlee, 2007). The book has
elements of the agricultural support narrative, as it explains the
need for an increased use of fertilizer in Africa. It also has elements
of the agricultural support critique, as it concludes, after a detailed
review of the evidence, that past subsidy programs were expensive
and had questionable benefits (Morris, Kelly, Kopicki, & Byerlee,
2007, 43). The book identified market-smart subsidies as a compo-
nent of a possible solution to the fertilizer problem. Market-smart
subsidies were defined as temporary subsidies that are designed in
such a way that promote rather than undermine the development
of fertilizer markets, e.g., by using fertilizer vouchers. Morris, Kelly,
Kopicki, and Byerlee (2007) did not develop a straightforward nar-
rative to promote market-smart subsidies, they rather portrayed
them as an option that ‘‘may be justifiable on a temporary basis”
(Morris, Kelly, Kopicki, & Byerlee, 2007, 124). The 2008 World
Development Report on ‘‘Agriculture for Development” also
referred to market-smart subsidies, but it also did so in a rather
precautionary style: ‘‘Market-smart fertilizer subsidies can be jus-
tified, but the conditions for using them efficiently are demand-
ing.” (World Bank, 2007, 152). Still, with regard to step 4 in Roe’s
framework (see above), the concept of market-smart subsidies
had clear recommendations for policy-makers (see Morris, 1994,
103ff). Subsidy schemes that can be labelled ‘‘market-smart” have,
indeed, been implemented in several African countries. A recent
review by Jayne, Mason, Burke, and Ariga (2018) found that such
subsidies had a limited effect on productivity, partly because the
market-smart principles were ‘‘watered down or overturned dur-
ing implementation” (Jayne, Mason, Burke, & Ariga, 2018, 11).
Thus, it appears that neither of the two coalitions fully embraced
market-smart subsidies, and they did not become the basis of a
powerfulmeta-narrative that could promote policy-oriented learn-
ing across the two coalitions.
What are other potential candidates for ameta-narrative, which
have better prospects to help bridging the gap in agricultural
development dichotomies? This is a question for future research.
One candidate can be found in the conclusions of the review by
Jayne, Mason, Burke, and Ariga (2018, 11): ‘‘Going forward, a much
more holistic approach is needed in most instances to sustainably
raise agricultural productivity in Africa.” The narrative analysis
presented in this paper suggests such a meta-narrative is promis-
ing, because the agricultural support coalition identified a wide
range of issues that need to be addressed beyond fertilizer in order
to increase productivity, such as access to better seeds, access to
finance and use of appropriate farm equipment. It is evident from
basic agronomic principles that access to fertilizer alone will have a
limited effect on agricultural productivity, as long as other con-
straining factors are not addressed. Recent empirical research indi-
cates that other factors, such as weed management, have been
rather neglected in improving crop productivity (see, e.g.,
Scheiterle, Häring, Birner, & Bosch, 2019). Therefore, it might be
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convincing and mutually agreed meta-narrative on holistic
approaches to improve agricultural productivity, which could
serve as a basis for policy-oriented learning.7. Concluding remarks
Paul Streeten wrote ‘‘Development Dichotomies” in 1983 out of
concern that persistent dichotomies had led to the decline of
development economics, leading even to ‘‘news of its death”. He
explained that he discussed the dichotomies ‘‘to show either that
the alternatives were wrongly posed or that only a double-
pronged attack will achieve the objective” (Streeten, 1983, 36).
He concluded his article by offering a reconciling perspective on
the various dichotomies that prevailed in development economics
at the time. As shown in this paper, reconciling perspectives on the
dichotomies that prevail in agricultural development policy today
have remained scarce. This paper suggests that there is a need to
develop a reconciling perspective on a real-world problem that is
crucial for economic development in Africa: low agricultural pro-
ductivity. The dichotomy regarding this problem has led to a dead-
lock: on the one hand, policy makers continue to implement input
subsidy programs that have limited effect in increasing agricultural
productivity, but are supported by a strong narrative. This narra-
tive is not only told by domestic policy-makers, who are often
accused of having inferior political motives for implementing such
policies, it has also been supported by some prominent develop-
ment economists. On the other hand, agricultural economists and
members of international development organizations continue to
criticize such input subsidy policies, based on available evidence,
but they have not succeeded in establishing a strong counter-
story or a convincing meta-narrative on what should actually be
done to increase agricultural productivity. Paying more attention
to the narrative foundations of development dichotomies may help
to overcome this deadlock.Funding
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Policy themes in the narratives of the respondentsPolicy themes Number of respondents Frequency of occurrenceConstraints (Beginning of narratives)
Rainfall-dependent agriculture 15 53
Depleting soil fertility 12 44
Old farm equipment 13 58
Lack of value addition 14 22
Inadequate market access 11 34
Unavailability of finance 8 17
Lack of investment by smallholder farmers 2 4
Inadequate access to agricultural inputs and high prices 8 21
Poor distribution of subsidized seeds and fertilizer 11 33
Challenges with harnessing the potential of water resources 18 45
Low agricultural productivity 25 68
J. Mockshell, R. Birner /World Development 135 (2020) 105043 11Appendix A (continued)Policy themes Number of respondents Frequency of occurrencePolicy instruments (Middle of narratives)
Modern farm equipment 6 18
Increase farm income 14 40
Food security and food sovereignty 7 16
Youth employment opportunities 6 22
Investment in water harvesting technologies 13 25
Investment in value addition of primary products 8 17
Input subsidy provision: fertilizer and seed 9 53
Government input subsidy provision is not sustainable solution 6 17
Subsidies benefit mostly large farms and not small farms 3 8
Subsidies cause a crowding out of investment 1 3
High cost of subsidies 5 15
Subsidies are politically efficient, but not economically efficient 1 2
Provide subsidized credit from banks 1 2
Government input subsidy provision is not a sustainable solution 6 17Note: The ‘‘number of respondents” indicate the number of actors who mentioned the policy theme at least once. The ‘‘frequency of occur-
rence” refers to the total number of time the policy theme was mentioned.
Source: Authors’ compilation from in-depth interviews.
Appendix B
Narrative analysis matrix: Summary of agricultural support and agricultural support critique narratives
Appendix 2.1 Narratives of the agricultural support coalitionPolicy theme Beginning of the storyline challenges affecting
the agricultural sectorMiddle of the storyline
Proposed policy instrumentsEnd of the storyline effect of
implementing policiesLow
agricultural
productivityLow agricultural productivity. Concentration
on improving production. ‘‘Farmers are rational
and will produce if there is a need to produce”Government should invest or
support farmers with subsidies.
Production should be linked to





additionLack of processing and value addition at the
base.
Primitive equipment use. ‘‘Since independence,
the same equipment is used, about sixty years
now”Government support is essential
to manufacture new farm
machines and sell them to
farmers.
Government should set up
centers to train artisans to
produce machine parts locallyProcessing of farm produce will
allow farmers to increase
income.
Job creation for youth and
control migration
Locally produced parts will
reduce maintenance costs for
farmersFertilizer input
subsidy
provisionDepleting soil quality and low use of fertilizer.
‘‘The soils are not good anymore”Fertilizer inputs are necessary. Increased productivity.Seed input
subsidyBad quality of seeds, counterfeit seeds, and
limited quantity of certified seeds.Seed production by ISRA
(government research
institute).Better seeds will ensure higher




trade policiesBad trade policies kill local industry. The
world food market is volatile.Border protection measures.
‘‘Stop being good students of
WTO.”Promote domestic production.
Promote growth of small




technologyNon-exploitation of water resources for
irrigation purposes.Construction of irrigations
facilities by the government to
facilitate the production of
crops.Make water available for
production all year round.Source: Authors’ compilation from in-depth interviews.
Note: Italicized phrases are direct quotes.
12 J. Mockshell, R. Birner /World Development 135 (2020) 105043Appendix 2.2 Narratives of the agricultural support critique coalitionPolicy theme Beginning of the storyline
Challenges affecting the agricultural
sectorMiddle of the storyline
Proposed policy instrumentsEnd of the storyline
Effect of implementing policiesLow agricultural
productivityLow agricultural productivity, use of
old equipment, depleting soil
quality, and climate variability.Government should not invest in
areas such as fertilizer and seed
subsidy: ‘‘This is private sector
investment.”‘‘Provides fewer incentives for the
private sector to invest if
government provides fertilizer and
seed subsidies.”Seed and fertilizer
input subsidy:
efficient resource
allocation‘‘There are problems of resource
allocation . . . the priorities are mainly
targeted toward seed and fertilizer
subsidies.”‘‘Government investment should
avoid crowding out the private
sector.”Efficient use of limited resources.
The potential to develop
sustainable seed and fertilizer
input markets.Appendix 2.3 Counterstories of the agricultural support critique coalitionPolicy theme Critique CounterargumentSeed and fertilizer
input subsidy:
sustainability‘‘Subsidies benefit mostly large farms and not the small
farms.” ‘‘If small farms are profitable, they will invest in
seeds and fertilizer inputs.”‘‘Subsidies must be rational, distributed efficiently,
transparently. . .”
‘‘Do not give subsidies but provide credit for farmers to
buy. It also helps to develop the input market.”‘‘Govern
ment programs like PRODAM are politically important but
not economically efficient.”Framing of policy
problemsToo many controversies in the agricultural sector.
‘‘Input subsidy programs are social policies, and not
economic policies,”‘‘Input subsidy programs are
politically efficient policies.Develop rational economic policies that ‘‘provides the
opportunity to link programs to expected results.”Investment by
small farms‘‘Lack of investment by small farms - that is why we do
not see any outcome on the ground.”Public investment into infrastructure such as roads,
railways, research, etc.Note: Italicized phrases are direct quotes.
Source: Authors’ compilation from in-depth interviews.
Appendix C
Auto-clustering resultsNumber of





2 557.562 175.516 1.000 2.688
3 537.559 20.003 0.114 1.354
4 541.618 4.059 0.023 1.271
5 560.196 18.578 0.106 1.357
6 592.870 32.675 0.186 1.288
7 634.362 41.492 0.236 1.227
8 681.525 47.163 0.269 1.710
9 739.045 57.520 0.328 1.053
10 797.299 58.253 0.332 1.109
11 856.911 59.613 0.340 1.097
12 917.624 60.713 0.346 1.077
13 979.156 61.531 0.351 1.219
14 1042.588 63.432 0.361 1.044
15 1106.386 63.799 0.363 1.089a. The changes are from the previous number of clusters in the table.
b. The ratios of changes are relative to the change for the two-cluster solution.
c. The ratios of distance measures are based on the current number of clusters against the previous number of clusters.
Source: Authors’ calculation.
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Model summary and cluster quality
Note: Silhouette measure of cohesion and separation.
Source: Authors’ calculation.Appendix E. Supplementary data
Supplementary data to this article can be found online at
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2020.105043.
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